The English word ethic comes from the Greek word ethos which means "custom, habit, usage." A philosophical treatment of ethics might proceed to examine ethics from either a descriptive or prescriptive perspective. Theological ethics, on the other hand, begins coram Deo. That is to say theological ethics is not interested first of all in acts or behavior but with being. Werner Elert notes "The Christian ethos conceives of itself as the divine judgment of the human quality" (The Christian Ethos, 7). In a similar vein, Bonhoeffer begins his Ethics by deconstructing the aim of ethical reflection as arriving at the knowledge of good and evil: "The knowledge of good and evil seems to be the aim of all ethical reflection. The first task of Christian ethics is to invalidate this knowledge. In launching this attack on the underlying assumptions of all other ethics, Christian ethics stands so completely alone that it becomes questionable whether there is any purpose in speaking of Christian ethics at all" (Ethics, 17).
In order to understand the distinctiveness of Christian ethics we examine major movements and shifts in philosophical ethics.
Richard Eyer provides an overview of ethics in three epochs:
I.
Classical Ethics: Plato and Aristotle A.
Plato (427-347 BC)
Student of Socrates (d.399 BC) who initially followed his mentor's exploration of the definition and nature of virtues. All items are intelligible only insofar as we understand their teleology-what they are aiming to be good at. "Forms" or "ideas" that give intelligibility to our world are in fact to be found in another, non-material world. For example, in The Republic, Plato argues that the existence of an ideal city is predicated on the reality of the universal form in a higher level. The virtues of the soul correspond to the virtues of the city so that the soul is seen as a miniature city (productive functions=bodily needs and desires; protectors of the state=that middle part of the soul which is the discipline that resists the inordinate demands of the appetites; the rulers=the knowledge that guides the soul). A proper education functions to develop each part of the soul to perform its natural function within the individual.
B. Aristotle (d.322 BC)
Reality is seen in the categories of "substance" and "accidents." Sciences are of two types: (1) theoretical -the purpose of which is to obtain the knowledge of truth and (2) productive-whose purpose is to make things useful and beautiful. Logic is a preparation to the study of these sciences. Logic teaches one how to reason rightly so as to gain knowledge. The general or universal can be apprehended only in the clearly known particular. Ethics for Aristotle is not a theoretical discipline but a discipline that is concerned with practice, that is, the conduct of the good human life. Given what we are, some practices are good for us; they enable us to fulfill our nature.
Right is defined in terms of those actions that are means to a good end. Existential or religious truths are only properly understood when the individual holding them "becomes" them by actualizing them in his or her own existence. Three stages of existence: (1) aesthetic (2) 
B.
Friedrich Nietzche (1844 Nietzche ( -1900 Proclaimed "death of God" (Thus Spoke Zarathustra).
Criticized Christianity as a "slave morality." Claimed that there is no longer any room for God as the Creator or for categories of truth and falsity, good and evilbut only naturalistic categories of better and worse, superior and inferior.
Central to Nietzche's thought is the notion of "the will to power" expressed in a myriad of ways. Understands human being as sub-rational, instinctual psychological entity. The Ubermensch alone is able to accept the non-existence of God and live a life of courage embracing the consequences of finitude without despair.
EXCURSUS I: CATEGORIES OF ETHICAL THOUGHT
DENOTOLOGICAL ETHICS. From Greek deon, what which is obligatory. Denotological theories hold that actions are right or wrong to the extend that they are fulfillment of duty. Denotological theories differ as to the grounds of duty, i.e. God, rationality. Simply put the denotological method holds that some things are always and everywhere morally wrong and other things are always and everywhere morally right. Morality is defined in terms of moral obligation (Kant). Good things are not done because they will produce good results but because these things are right in and of themselves. Examples of the denotological approach are Immanuel Kant and Paul Ramsey.
TELEOLOGICAL ETHICS.
From telos, the end or the goal. Actions are judged to be morally good if they achieve a good goal or outcome. Teleological ethics are utilitarian in that they seek to arrive at ethical decisions on the basis of a projected outcome that would bring about the most good for the greatest number of people. "…an act is right if and only if it or the rule under which it falls produces, will probably produce, or is intended to produce at least as a great a balance of good over evil as any available alternative" (W.Frankena, Ethics, 14). The teleological approach abandons any claim to moral certainty. An example of teleological ethics is John Stuart Mill.
CONSEQUENTIALISM.
A theory of obligation that argues that the rightness or wrongness of an act is determined by the consequences of the act. The action is made right or wrong after its performance. An advocate of consequentialism is James Burtness.
SITUATION ETHICS.
Sometimes referred to as "contextualism" or "relational ethics." This approach argues that precepts and lessons from the past (Bible and tradition) be used as guides but set aside if "love" were better served. Love alone becomes the basis for all ethical decisions. The approach is relativistic and pragmatic. The term, "situation ethics" was coined by the primary representative of this approach, Joseph Fletcher.
CHARACTER ETHICS.
Morality, according to character ethics, does not find its basis in the action but the actor. The focus is primarily on character, not conduct. Character ethics draw on Aristotle's understanding of the primary virtues: prudence, justice, courage, and temperance. Examples of this approach include Alasdair MacIntyre, Stanley Hauerwas, and Gilbert Meilaender.
See Eyer (154-158) for a description of "Principlism" and "Quandary Ethics" in the context of medical ethics.
